
DAMIEN HIRST

THE
MASTER

OF
ILLUSION

HE’S THE POSTER BOY OF
MODERN BRITISH ART: OUTLANDISH,

BIZARRE, AND ARMED WITH A 
SPECIAL CHARM – SOME MIGHT SAY 

GENIUS – THAT HAS TURNED HIS 
ARTWORK INTO PURE GOLD. 

MEET DAMIEN HIRST, 
THE MAN WHO CREATED 

THE WORLD’S MOST 
LUXURIOUS AND

EXPENSIVE 
PIECE OF ART.
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Whatever you may think about modern 
art, it’s difficult not to stand in awe of 
Damien Hirst’s ability to ruthlessly 
exploit the strange market mechanisms 
that turn pieces of art into insanely 
valuable commodities. We live in times 
where paintings by Picasso and Van 
Gogh and other old masters easily fetch 
upwards of £30 million and are most 
likely stored in high-security vaults deep 
underneath the headquarters of 
supersized corporations, rarely to be 
looked at and appreciated. On the other 
hand we have contemporary street 
artists like Banksy, the Londoner famous 
for his freely available illegal, elaborate 
and clever stencils and paintings, whose 
gallery works already command high 
prices from celebrity collectors like Kylie 
Minogue and Brad Pitt; or fellow 
Englishman Hirst, who manages to 
make untold millions from artwork that 
he never really laid a hand on. If your 
mental picture of an artist is a struggling 
youngster guzzling cheap wine under a 
naked light bulb, think again. Hirst is 

not an artist in the conventional sense, if 
there even is one. First of all, he works in 
numerous art disciplines: sculpture, 
installations, collages and paintings. He 
has exhibited scores of dead animals – 
cows, horses and sharks – and was for 
many years the loveable enfant terrible 
of the British art scene, known for his 
uncompromising artwork, a scandal-
prone love for nightlife and wild parties 
and his punk attitude towards money. 
Born in 1965, he belongs to a generation 
of promising British artists who came 
under the wings of the wealthy and 
famous art collector Charles Saatchi in 
the early Nineties. Saatchi bought Hirst’s 
first shark installation for £50,000, 
which was then an outrageous sum for a 
piece of conceptual art by a young artist. 
The tabloid newpaper The Sun ridi-
culed Saatchi with the headline “50,000 
For Fish Without Chips”, but in 2004 it 
was Saatchi who came out laughing 
when he made a cool $8 million from 
the widely acclaimed and equally 
scorned 1991 installation, a 14-foot 

formaldehyde-drenched shark titled 
“The Physical Impossibility Of Death In 
The Mind of Someone Living”. This 22-
ton memento mori, purchased by hedge-
fund billionaire Steve Cohen, was at the 
time one of the most expensive works 
from a living artist, and the sale only 
served to enlarge Hirst’s already massive 
fortune. By that time, however, the shark 
had deteriorated due to poor preserva-
tion and had to be replaced by another 
specimen at a substantial cost to the new 
owner.
Hirst is and always has been open and 
unapologetic about his scale of involve-
ment in the actual making of the pieces, 
and he speaks frankly about his impa-
tience with the process. His London 
studio, which is actually more of an art 
factory, employs more than 120 people 
to maintain the Hirst brand. Of his 
famous spot paintings, for instance, he 
only painted a handful, then got bored 
with it, sold one of them and used the 
money to employ a staff of assistants to 
paint them for him in large quantities. 

The spot paintings were one of his main 
sources of income for a while, and he 
readily admits that the only difference 
between the ones painted by himself 
and those done by his assistants is the 
presumptuous price. And so it goes in 
the world of conceptual art; the idea is 
the artwork – who actually completes it 
is less important and, as the truism goes, 
the value is whatever people are willing 
to pay for it. In the summer of 2007 
Hirst made headlines by the £9.6 million 
sale of a medicine cabinet with thou-
sands of cast, painted pills called Lullaby 
Spring at Sotheby’s auction house. But 
the artist was in no mood to retire: in 
keeping with his artful obsession with 
death, decay and vanity, he decided to 
embark on a grandiose project, small in 
size, but tremendously expensive and 
seductive: a piece fit for a king, or in the 
case of this particular item, perhaps 
rather a sinister count Dracula-type 
despot. He commissioned the London-
based jewellers Bentley & Skinner to 
create a 1:1 replica of a human skull cast 

in 2 kg of fine platinum, reinsert the 
original teeth, and to put the icing on 
the cake, cover it entirely with diamonds, 
8,601 of them. The large oval stone in 
the skull’s forehead alone weighs 52.40 
carats and is valued at an amazing £4 
million. This artistic excess cost Hirst 
£20 million pounds and is reported to 
be the second-most costly piece of 
jewellery after the British Crown Jewels, 
but maybe they’re just saying that so as 
not to offend the bluebloods. The iced-
out skull was the main attraction of 
Hirst’s June 2007 solo exhibition, aptly 
named Beyond Belief at the White Cube 
gallery in London. The asking price of 
£50 million must have seemed reason-
able to the anonymous American 
investment fund that bought it, making 
Hirst the most expensive living artist 
ever. And remember, his only contribu-
tion to the making of “For The Love Of 
God” was the idea and the money. By the 
close of the exhibition all the works had 
been sold for a record-setting grand 
total of £130 million.

Damien Hirst’s artwork has received as 
much criticism as praise, and rightly so.  
Some argue that his work is too hung up 
on the present times to have lasting 
value; others maintain that he forces the 
viewers to make important reflections 
on their own mortality. There’s nothing 
new in that: the concept of human 
mortality – after all, the only thing we 
can be sure of – is a recurring theme in 
art throughout the centuries, and one 
that all people at all times share. The 
diamond skull unites death and perma-
nence – diamonds are forever, remem-
ber? – in a way that is truly striking, both 
to ponder and to look at. It took a 
tremendously wealthy and courageous 
man like Hirst to create such a spectacu-
lar piece, and there will never be 
anything like it again. The question is 
how long this game of emperor’s new 
clothes will last, and what wild ideas the 
artist will have to come up with in the 
future to outdo himself and keep the 
hype going.

DAMIEN HIRSTCLOSE-UP

“Saatchi bought Hirst’s 
first shark installation 
for £50,000, which was 
then an outrageous sum 
for a piece of conceptual 
art by a young artist.”

Damien Hirst on the job

The new Damien Hirst

The Pharmacy

The man and his art
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